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A community-wide effort to collect soccer balls for Iraqi children and fulfill the dream of an American soldier killed in action is gaining momentum in Cooper City.

Kick for Nick was founded in honor of Pvt. Nicholas Madaras of Connecticut, who in July 2006 began collecting soccer balls to give recreational opportunities to Iraqi children. But Madaras, who was killed two months later, never got the chance to distribute them. Soon after, a foundation was formed to fulfill his mission.

Bruce Blitman, a member of the Kiwanis Club of Cooper City, saw a televised story about the foundation on Memorial Day and encouraged the club to adopt the project.

"It was such a moving story about a beautiful project — that you don't have to do a lot to make a difference," Blitman said.

Blitman collected $100 donations from the Kiwanis Club, Target and Wal-mart to send the first donation of about 30 soccer balls. The project has snowballed from there, he said.

Since then, he has solicited $1,000 donations from the Dan Marino and Wal-mart foundations. But more importantly, the Cooper City resident said, the community has rallied behind the cause.

The city's Education Advisory Committee, Optimist Club and schools have started collection drives, Blitman said.

Children who play soccer in the Optimist Club's leagues have collected balls, and a challenge to collect 1,000 balls at Cooper City High was initiated.

Each ball is inscribed with Madaras' name, deflated and shipped to Kick for Nick's headquarters. There, they are distributed to American troops, who give them out in Iraq with Madaras' story.

"This has become a very powerful movement in Iraq. The kids treasure these balls because they have nothing else," Blitman said.

The goodwill mission is meant to be a step in the direction of peace, he said.

"The idea is that giving these balls will make the Iraqis feel differently about American soldiers, that they can be perceived as friends rather than enemies," Blitman said. "On a larger scale, this is a contribution to world peace. Maybe it will save an American soldier's life one day."

New and used soccer balls can be dropped off at the Cooper City Police Department, 10580 Stirling Road. 

To volunteer or to make a cash donation, call Felicia Anderson at 954-433-3235.
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